The impact of political and social policy developments on professional practice has been acknowledged in many studies and research has shown that when early years services and the educational system are integrated, there are significant positive outcomes for children through effective practice (Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj, 2009). Furthermore, it has been recommended that because practitioners are imperative to a setting’s success; they require training and higher-level qualifications (Moss, 2006). Karila (2012), believes that a highly trained workforce is a strength of the Nordic Early Childhood Education and Care policies across the Nordic countries, where research has underpinned their policies and procedures to support the integration of their care and learning programmes to support children (Karila, 2012). In contrast, there is a clear split between the education and care systems in policies and procedures in Wales as they are governed by completely different bodies, in what MacDonald (2018) termed as the great divide. From the age of three, a child becomes visible within policy directives and is acknowledged within education curriculum guidance. This is overseen by the education minister and inspected by Estyn. Whereas, the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) is responsible for inspecting early year settings which they define as ‘childcare’. These settings are governed by the Child and Social Care department. As a result, there is no education guidance in place for those under the age of three years and the responsibility lies with the provider. The Welsh Government acknowledge that the early years is the period of time from pregnancy to seven years of age and it is crucial that during this time children have positive experiences because these will have a long term impact on their achievements, health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2013). According to the Anderson et al (2003), the critical aspects of a child’s development includes the close relationships that are formed early on, their self-regulation and the opportunities they have to develop their skills and knowledge. According to Joshi and Fitzsimons (2016), the Millennium Cohort Study also found that the circumstances in a child’s first few years of life can influence their health and development later on. Their study suggested that babies who were breastfed and had close bonds with their mother were healthier, were less likely to be abused and had better cognitive skills too. The State of Victoria (Department of Education and Training, 2017) in Australia acknowledges that the term ‘early years’ is defined in a number of ways. Some will refer to the ‘early years’ as children between the ages of zero and eight whilst others will say it’s the period of time before school and others believe it is just about the first three years of life. Regardless of how it is defined, the State of Victoria (2017) agrees that all of these periods are critical in every child’s life. They believe the most important thing that practitioners can do during this period of time is to ensure that children have the opportunities they need to learn and develop whilst having fun; regardless of how they define the term ‘early years.’ The State of Victoria (2017) believes that health and wellbeing are the foundations for a child’s learning and development. Children need to have access to a wide range of activities and experiences in order to support their learning. As well as time with their parents, children need to be experiencing the outdoors, learning to solve problems for themselves and they need to have experiences with other children and in groups of people (State of Victoria, 2017). Furthermore, the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2020) recognise that the early years; between the ages of 0 and 8, are crucial for a child’s development and helping them to the reach their full potential. In addition, during the first three years, children grow rapidly and it is important for them to be healthy as WHO believe it is fundamental to their brain development and their ability to learn. Without support and education, children will face further challenges including delayed motor and cognitive skills, social and emotional problems and poor academic achievement (WHO, 2003). Moreover, according to Irwin, Siddiqi and Hertzman (2007), given the impact that the early years has on adult hood, it is vital that the government acknowledges the gaps between education and care in order to support a child’s wellbeing and development as those gaps vary between countries and reflect the different opportunities that children have across the world. 
Despite this research, it is not reflected throughout the Welsh Government’s policies and programmes as education and care are considered to be separate from one another. Childcare settings are responsible for children prior to the age of three which is when they start school and from there, the education system takes the lead. There have been a number of initiatives to support bringing childcare and education together; including the flying start initiative which brought together the health system and the early years (MacDonald, 2018). According to the Welsh Government (2017c), the flying start programme continues to have a positive impact on the health and educational aspects of those children and therefore demonstrates that working together is in the best interests of the child and is the way to work in the future. Furthermore, the Effective Pre-School and Primary Education (EPPE) study recognises the importance of quality interactions between a child and the practitioner in pre-school settings and where staff are knowledgeable and qualified; they are able to provide a high quality service where children will make excellent progress. However, it is important to note that the EPPE study focused on a child’s development between the ages of 3 and 7 years old. Whilst the study considered the home environment and preschool settings, it specifically brought in children who were not attending a preschool setting in order to compare them with those that were. There could have been many reasons why a child was not in a pre-school setting and they may have been at home with their primary carer full time thereby possibly providing them with the same opportunities as those children in a pre-school setting. The Flying Start initiative, however, is only within specific areas across Wales and is not available to all children (Welsh Government, 2012). It is therefore not having a positive impact on all children in Wales before they start school; only those who are able to access the provision in areas considered to need it as defined by the Welsh Government. Several attempts have been made to promote a working relationship since Flying Start was implemented in 2007, between the education and care system, including through the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015b) which supported working and thinking together through combined initiatives and policies. Unique to Wales, public bodies are expected to work in partnership successfully with other public bodies across seven goals over the long term, to specifically improving the social, economic, cultural and environmental well-being of Wales as well as preventing persistent problems across the country (Welsh Government, 2015b).
The Welsh Government implements a play-based curriculum for children aged 4-7 years (Welsh Government, 2015a). This is regulated by Estyn however early years settings are also expected to deliver the programme; however, they are regulated and inspected by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). It is recognised that the first 1000 days are the most significant for a child as their brain develops the most during this period and it is essential that they are in a safe and nurturing environment (Public Health Wales, 2017) yet there is no formal curriculum or programme for children of this age in Wales. Whilst CIW will inspect early years settings and ensure the Foundation Phase curriculum is being implemented; it is not inspected and reviewed to the depth that Estyn carry out their inspections on educational establishments. Consequently, this can lead to a lack of consistency in the care that is provided to the children due to the different requirements of the various inspection frameworks. This can be particularly crucial to services that are provided within the same environment and inspected by both bodies. For example, the wraparound service that cares for children aged 3-4 around their nursery session in school is inspected by CIW and are subject to requirements that are separate if Estyn inspect the same environment from an educational perspective. This can cause confusion and conflict for the practitioners and a lack of confidence in their ability to perform. In an attempt to improve this flaw, CIW and Estyn published guidance and a new conjoined inspection framework for childcare services that provide both education and care (Estyn and CIW, 2019). Whilst the attempt to jointly inspect these settings has been a positive start to closing the gap between the education and care system across Wales, the guidance does only cover the inspections of regulated non-school settings. Therefore, whilst the guidance is a step in the right direction, there is still a lot to do in terms of closing the divide between the systems.
Estyn and CIW expect practitioners implementing the Foundation Phase to have the knowledge to create a suitable environment that incorporates child-initiated and adult-led activities where they can observe the children in order to plan specific learning opportunities for each individual child (Welsh Government, 2016, Estyn, 2019). According to Mashburn et al (2008); where the environment implements a well-planned curriculum, the quality of care and learning provided to the children is of a high standard and this has an important role in supporting the children to learn and develop. Consequently, practitioners are implementing the Foundation Phase curriculum confidently; believing they are supporting the children to meet their developmental targets through their own interests and ideas. When a practitioner has this knowledge and training; children learn better when they are supported in this way (Chien et al, 2010, Vitiello et al, 2012). While considering the role of the practitioners within the settings, it is also interesting that approaches such as Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Reggio (Malaguzzi, 1993) recognised the significance of the relationship between a child and teacher. Bronfenbrenner’s theory suggests how changes to an environment can have a direct impact on the child. The correlation of this between the Foundation Phase, the importance of the practitioner in the environment and therefore the efforts put into the professional learning programme as acknowledged by the Welsh Minister is significant (Welsh Government, 2017b). Similarly, the Reggio approach (Thornton and Brunton, 2009) is widely known for its principles that focus on the child and the roles of the parent and there is an emphasis on the wider community. The Reggio approach is embedded into the culture and according to Maynard and Chicken (2010) this means it cannot be transported into other cultures, including Wales. Instead, they suggested the approach can be used as a means to increase a practitioners’ understanding  of their own practice in their professions. They recommended that practitioners in Wales should view themselves as partners in the learning process rather than authoritative and corrective so that children can discover their mistakes for themselves. According to Malaguzzi (1993), children will learn and develop their sense of identity when they have the opportunity to interact with their environment and those around them, including those in their wider circles and in the community. Bronfenbrenner (1979) agrees that the ‘macrosystem,’ has an impact on the child and on their development and sense of identity. 
The Nordic countries focus their approach on spending extended periods of time outdoors in forest kindergartens (Ringsmose and Kragh-Muller, 2018) and supporting children to assess risk and boundaries in the natural environment around them (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017). Whilst the Foundation Phase has placed an emphasis on the outdoors; it is not utilised or seen as a valuable tool for learning (Welsh Government, 2015a). 
Donaldson (2015) has recommended that within the new curriculum in Wales, there is an emphasis on the child’s culture and ensuring that children are confident with their identity and aware of the country and its values, in which they live (Welsh Government, 2017b). Huang’s (2018) research supports that cultural practice does have significant impact upon a child’s behaviour. Further Huang and Lamb (2013) research demonstrates the more authoritative nature of Chinese parents compared to British parents, yet Chinese children raised in the UK are less submissive than their counterparts raised in China, therefore reflecting the cultural impact. Moreover, Lloyd (2018) considers other cultural differences; including the respect and value that is places on practitioners in Wales and pedagogues in Nordic countries. The pedagogues can take their own flexible approach to teaching the children and there is no testing; there is not a sense of checking up on the pedagogues to ensure they are meeting guidelines. However, within Wales, children from year two undergo national testing each year whilst younger children are assessed in accordance with the Foundation Phase Framework and all settings are inspected by the relevant bodies.
Nutbrown (2012) considers highly qualified practitioners to be essential to providing a highly qualified early years provision. In her review she stated that the current qualifications systems are not sufficient in equipping practitioners with the knowledge and skills that is required to provide high quality care and education. Therefore, she recommended that practitioners be qualified to a minimum level prior to working in an early years setting and stressed the importance of ongoing professional development. Nutbrown also reported that the qualifications need to be more focused on child development and play from birth to seven years of age as well as including special educational needs and diversity. Nutbrown’s recommendations are expected to be fully implemented by September 2022. These actions also contribute to supporting the integration of the education and care systems as practitioners in childcare are now expected to be qualified to a certain level in the same way that practitioners in education are expected to have specific qualifications. However, there is still a significant gap between the levels of qualifications that are expected between the education and care practitioners. Moreover, according to the Foundation Phase Action Plan by the Welsh Government (2015a), more training is required for practitioners to ensure that the curriculum is not cascaded through staff but that it is taught to all practitioners to ensure it is delivered effectively in line with its pedagogy as well as providing further training on supporting children who are living in poverty (Donaldson, 2015). Donaldson’s report involved the lead teachers from the pioneer schools who were involved in intense training and professional development as well as reading research and collegial discussion (Newton, 2018). Therefore, the training in this curriculum is imperative to its implementation. The report reflected how the teacher’s felt after the review was over and that they believed they would be providing a curriculum that was more relevant and engaging to the children. It was suggested that children from disadvantaged backgrounds will benefit from the new curriculum because of its flexibility and the ability to provide a curriculum that supports the child to be able to reach their full potential. This trust in practitioners is emphasised in the Nordic approach where the pedagogues are allowed to support the children as they feel best, through a flexible approach to a curriculum; encouraging the children to follow their own interests and building close relationships with them; not just a professional one. As a result, with less adult control the children are able to solve their own problems with their peers therefore becoming more resilient and self-sufficient (Ringsmose and Kragh-Muller, 2018). However, according to Newton (2018), this potential flexibility to the new curriculum could not be explained fully by the researchers. This suggests that the new creative flexible approach is unchartered territory and that outcomes cannot be controlled, which has an element of risk to it (Biesta, 2016). Furthermore, without the intense training for all teachers that the practitioners received during the research, it will be harder to implement the curriculum fully by 2022 as recommended by Nutbrown (2012). It is imperative for all practitioners to receive the same training so that they are able to better understand the curriculum and can acknowledge how it should be implemented. Furthermore, it will provide them with the confidence to be able to deliver the curriculum and will motivate them too (Peeters and Vandenbroeck, 2010).
According to Cameron and Moss (2007), practitioners with higher level qualifications result in “better childcare” and “better developmental outcomes” for those children. Moreover, qualifications that are obtained by the practitioner during their role are equally as important and can have a significant impact on a child’s care if the training is of sufficient quality (Fukkink and Lont, 2007). However, according to Miller, Cable and Drury (2012) the qualifications of a practitioner cannot be solely relied upon to determine whether or not a service is of high quality. Nutbrown (2012) also recognized that practitioners need to make the early years their career choice and suggested that they are crucial to a child’s learning and development and are at the centre of the environment. She believed that all practitioners should be aspiring to become leaders regardless of their qualifications. In her review she stated her vision to see practitioners with extensive knowledge surrounding child development and the ability to meet individual needs. Nutbrown wants to see practitioners with passion and a commitment to raising standards in the early years. However, this is difficult when practitioners feel they are already undervalued and do not have respect for what they already do (Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2016). Furthermore, according to the DfES, practitioners do not want to continue with their professional development when there is no increase in pay and they are not valued in their roles. They also commented that practitioners felt if they were to progress and continue further with their education; they would no longer be in the roles that they want; they would be in the office instead of with the children. This implies that such positions are seen as more valuable than the play itself because according to Lloyd (2018), managers are considered to have larger workloads and more paperwork as well as being considered crucial to supporting the staff (Jensen and Rasmussen, 2016). Therefore, there is less motivation for the practitioners to attend further training. Lloyd (2018) also states that pedagogues in the Nordic counties must have a degree and are highly valued in the roles that they play throughout the early years; receiving a wage that reflects that (Karila, 2008).
Kini and Podolsky (2016) explain that within education, practitioners become more experienced over time and through teaching the same content. However this alone is not enough and according to Kraft and Papay (2014), it needs to be alongside a supportive professional environment; where children are willing to learn and cooperate and where there is a desire from the practitioners to develop their knowledge and skills. According to Wood and Zuccollo (2020) high quality care is supported by helping the practitioners to improve. Their research found that when professional development is undertaken, it has the ability to close the gap of the quality of care that is provided between newly qualified and experienced practitioners. Furthermore, Wood and Zuccollo (2020) suggest that quality professional development is more effective in improving outcomes for children than other schemes such as lengthening the school day or increasing pay for practitioners.
According to Coldwell (2017), practitioners are more likely to stay in their posts through professional development as they will become more confident in their service. This will ensure efficiency and therefore benefit the children too. However, early years practitioners do not feel that they are not recognised as professionals and are not valued for their role in a child’s learning and development (DfES, 2016). This is despite the fact that in the survey, 87% of the respondents had at least a level six qualification that was recognised by Social Care Wales Qualification Framework. Furthermore, a proportion of the respondents also had qualifications between levels seven and ten. The survey found that there is a requirement from practitioners for a professional regulatory body that recognises their status in the same way as the education system. In addition, respect and low pay were seen as contributing factors to the challenges faced by practitioners in supporting a child’s development. However it is important to note that 98% of the respondents were female and the majority were new to the profession and aged between 20 and 30. In addition, not all respondents answered all of the questions in the survey and as a result these factors can influence the results and not necessarily provide a true reflection.
In order to integrate education and care effectively, training, support and supervision of  practitioners is key to ensuring to effectively work between professional groups thereby providing a high-quality service to the children (Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj, 2009). In addition, they suggest that when these tools are implemented; they can be adapted to accommodate to the practitioners on different levels, whether they are in a managerial position or working directly with the children.
The Nordic approach to early years and education takes a different perspective from that of Wales and the UK who consider pre-schoolers as those in early years settings; whilst the Foundation Phase children are those aged four to seven years old and are in a school setting. Practitioners, referred to as pedagogues, have a key role in the integrated early childhood education and care and they have a personal relationship with the children as well as a professional one (Einarsdottir, 2013). Focused mainly on the outdoors and play, the children are in relaxed settings where the educational content is very informal and there is no curriculum. The pedagogues are trained practitioners who plan as they feel is best and believe it is important that children are not taught particular skills too soon (Jensen, 2009). The pedagogues allow the children to play with their peers as this is seen as essential to their development. Furthermore, this allows the pedagogues to complete their paperwork and observations. They do not control the children or constantly supervise – the children are free to explore, resolve conflicts and learn for themselves (Ringsmose and Kragh-Muller, 2018). This promotes the relationship between the children and the pedagogues that has been discussed by Einarsdottir (2013) and maintains a higher level of trust. This in turn supports a child’s wellbeing and promotes their learning and engagement. Pedagogues in these settings are valued by society and are attributed for providing high-quality care for the children. In contrast to the findings of the survey of early years practitioners in childcare settings in Wales (DfES, 2016), this demonstrates the difference between the respect shown to practitioners across both countries as well as the wage that they receive (Karila, 2008). Pedagogues within the Nordic society are highly qualified (Petrie et al, 2009) yet this is an ongoing process in Wales. Many are already qualified to a high level (DfES, 2016) and moreover, practitioners within certain programmes such as Flying Start are required to be trained to a minimum Level 3 or to a Level 5 if they apply for a managerial position (Welsh Government, 2012) and measures are in place to develop this across further early years settings (Nutbrown, 2012).
In comparison, High Scope has become an international approach that promotes a flexible framework allowing pre-school children to explore and experience the world for themselves and learning to learn to solve problems through making their own decisions (High Scope Foundation, 2020). Developed to provide early education to children living in poorer areas of Michigan, High Scope aimed to provide a better foundation for their futures (Hohmann and Weikart, 2002). Their philosophy focuses on children engaging with the practitioners and building genuine relationships with them in the same way as the Nordic approach (Einarsdottir, 2013). High Scope conducted the Perry Preschool Research after concerns that children were being failed by the educational system. Echoing the Perry Preschool Research, Donaldson’s (2015) review of the educational system in Wales suggested the organisation of the curriculum into six areas of learning with a focus on progression steps and a programme of professional training and development for practitioners in order to improve the outcomes for children’s futures. As part of the Perry Preschool Research, practitioners received consistent curriculum training, supervision and assessment in order to ensure they developed a thorough pre-school approach. As qualified practitioners, they are able to successfully help children to engage in their own learning by allowing them to create their own activities (Wiltshire, 2019). Donaldson (2015) emphasised a similar approach in his review through ensuring a coherent basis for teaching, learning and assessment. The new curriculum would provide practitioners with the tools to support and allow children to learn for themselves. Furthermore, it would allow practitioners to support children according to their individual needs. Williams (Welsh Government, 2017a) also emphasised the importance of providing children with the skills and knowledge that they will need for when they leave school and the need of a highly qualified workforce in order to achieve this. In a similar effort to improve the outcomes for children in Wales, the Flying Start initiative was introduced to support children in disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2014). However, this approach is implemented in settings created for this purpose and with practitioners whose minimum qualification level is a three. Furthermore, the initiative does not provide the same flexibility to children as the High Scope approach. Within Flying Start, there are structured routines, activities and opportunities for the children; set up in specific areas of the environment rather than the children engaging in their own learning independently (Welsh Government, 2012).
It is also important to consider the impact of the international PISA ratings on the government that are published every three years. Despite marginally improving each time, Wales have scored the worst in the UK since joining PISA in 2006. Following the results from the latest tests in her press release, the Welsh minister acknowledged that Wales was improving and therefore moving in the right direction. She stated, “we have developed the biggest ever professional learning programme and are striding ahead with our new curriculum” (Welsh Government, 2019b). The influence of these results therefore has significantly impacted the Welsh Government’s actions on their curriculum and have paved the way for fundamental changes to the curriculum and the education system across Wales. 
Following the ‘Successful Futures’ review of education by Donaldson (2015), the Welsh Government have responded to the recommendations and are implementing the resulting new curriculum across Wales over the next few years. Whilst there are international factors that have influenced the curriculum, it is focused on the education system for children between the ages of three and sixteen and does not close the gap between the ministerial responsibilities within the Welsh Government. Furthermore, the ‘Education in Wales: Our National Mission’ (Welsh Government, 2017b) focuses on children aged three to sixteen years and completely overlooks care for those under the age of three (MacDonald, 2018).
Despite this, ‘Prosperity for all: the national Strategy’ (Welsh Government, 2017d) recognises that a priority in Wales is the Early years sector. They acknowledge that a child’s earliest experiences significantly impact their future and living a happy, healthy and prosperous life. The strategy addresses the fact that it means a change in the way the system works; as opposed to following a list of steps to take; recognising that different bodies also need to work together to benefit children and young people in Wales. Fundamentally, the strategy acknowledges that there is evidence to show how the early years are indeed the most crucial time in a child’s life (Public Health Wales, 2017, Field, 2010, Department for Education, 2011). Therefore, by making the early years a priority they acknowledge that all children will get the best chance before moving into education and will therefore be supported from birth onwards in order to support them to reach their full potential (DfES, 2005, Field, 2010, Hohmann and Weikart, 2002, Miller, Cable and Drury, 2012). It is also important to point out that the document recognises the value of teachers being able to respond to the children in their classes in different ways in order to meet their individual needs. The strategy  promises to build on existing early years programmes; including the Breastfeeding Programme, Flying Start, Language and Play, Designed to Smile, Change for Life and Healthy Preschools  to ensure that the provision in the new curriculum is relevant. It is also worth noting here, that according to Uprichard (2008), practitioners need to take care of the way in which they view children. There is the concern that there could be too much pressure on the child to become successful adults in the future and as such, the child is view as a future adult as opposed to a child in the here and now. Consequently, when the focus is on how the child will grow into an adult; the practitioner is influenced by this view rather than the children being a human in their own right in the present. Children have the right to experience their childhood and to become adults in the future (United Nations, 1989). 
According to Javornik (2014), the ability to access high quality childcare is a direct result of government decisions and policies that are in place. Considered to be universal childcare, it is suggested that the Nordic countries have found a balance between working life, gender equality and the best interests of the children. Javornik (2014) argues that the UK government does not have the same attitude and for women in particular it is difficult to return to work whilst having to pay for childcare where the costs are high and their wages are not high enough in order to justify working and leaving their children in childcare. Holland (2020), the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is seeking for all children to benefit from good quality childcare which they believe will benefit them in the immediate and the long term. She believes this can be achieved through the Welsh Government allowing their childcare offer to be accessed by non-working parents as well as working parents. The Welsh Government is being asked to view childcare as a valuable service to children and not just a provision for parents to help them out. The Commissioner recognises that children from disadvantaged backgrounds will likely fall behind without further support and that all children should have access to high quality early years’ provision that meets every child’s individual needs (Holland, 2020). In Sweden for example, high-quality full-time childcare is at the centre of family life. All families have the same entitlements and each neighbourhood has a childcare facility that is accessed by everyone. A programme that is funded by the state and provided by the public sector has resulted in the highest maternal employment rates in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development (OECD). With the costs being capped and certain groups receiving reduced or waived fees; mothers have been drawn into work on an equal footing with every other group of the workforce; including gender (Javornik, 2014). Furthermore, across the Nordic countries, the higher qualified workers are the pedagogues (Moss, 2006).
There is evidence to suggest that the political and social policy developments and processes on professional practice is improving within early years settings, particularly when considering how services are starting to work together thereby improving links with other bodies and through the implementation of the new curriculum in Wales. However, there is still room for progress to be made in order to achieve the same outcomes as other countries. The divide between the care and education system is significant in Wales. The lack of value placed on practitioners in early years settings compared to those in the education system does little to support forging a relationship between the two (DfES, 2016). Furthermore, the difference in salaries are significant when it is considered that practitioners in the early years receive the minimum wage; despite the care that they provide compared to the higher wage in the Nordic region (Karila, 2008). In addition, although there is an expectation of high-quality childcare across the countries; the systems used to create such settings vary. It is evident that pedagogues in the Nordic countries are highly qualified and have degrees at the very minimum, yet in Wales, although there are recommendations in place to change this (Nutbrown, 2012), there is a requirement for practitioners working in several childcare programmes to have certain qualifications; these are only at a Level three. These factors are barriers to practitioners to stay within the profession, to remain motivated and to receive the professional recognition that their knowledge and education deserve in line with the teaching profession. Bridging the gap between the education and care system in Wales would be a positive step towards improving the impact of government and social policies and practices on professional development, however this would require further research in order to implement it within the Welsh culture.
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